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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide a profile of Stacey Withington.
Design/methodology/approach – In this Case Study Stacey provides a short account of her life and is 
then interviewed by Jerome. 
Findings – Stacey details how she was able to transform her life, despite the traumas experienced in 
her life. 
Research limitations/implications – While many of us will not have experienced the difficulties that 
Stacey has, we are all able to empathise with her story. We now have the gift of her story, to borrow 
the phrase from Dr Julie Leibrich (Leibrich, 1999).
Practical implications – How many times must people complain about the delay in accessing 
counselling and mental health services, before something is done to tackle the problem?
Social implications – A Mum, a partner and a son, backed up by wonderful tutors and friends, helped 
Stacey find the strength and talent she possessed within.
Originality/value – Stacey is the first person featured in this series to be called a SHEro. In truth and 
as Patricia Deegan has stated, “try and see the person with mental health problems that you are 
working with as a hero,” (Deegan, 1996). As Pat also says, “Could you have survived what that 
person has survived?” Stacey has not just survived, she is now flourishing!
Keywords  Physical abuse   Recovery   Education   Parents   Hero
Paper type Case Study
Introduction
How often when we meet people do we really truly meet them? We are all guilty of first impressions 
and making judgements. That is not to say that I made judgements about Stacey when I first met her. 
Rather Stacey is someone, who on first meeting comes across as very quiet and private. I can say that 
even though I have known her for over four years, I have never truly known her. Reading this account 
has been quite an eye opener. Would people say that about you, the reader? Common sense tells us 
that “Still waters run deep.” I believe that this is the case with Stacey. In telling her story, she also 
gives permission for many other people to tell theirs. She notes that all of us are carrying some sort of 
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problem. Indeed, turning the tables on the interviewer, she describes me as “A regular person with 
previous mistakes.” Many, many mistakes. Anyway, let us hear her story in her own words…
Brief biography of Stacey Withington
When I was around four years old, the person who helped give me life walked away from his daughter 
and left my mum to raise me whilst he fled the country to start anew. At 21, with help from a sibling’s 
mum, I found him again. When he came to meet me, he brought his wife and all my other siblings with 
him, people I didn’t know existed. It wasn’t long after this, he told me he had cancer and wanted me 
to move in to get to know him better and I did. Four months later, after discovering that he was a 
“benefit cheat,” a womaniser and narcissist, I found that the cancer was a lie. I would see him throwing 
tablets into the toilet and the sink, then telling his children and his wife that he had overdosed. I called 
him out on it, in front of everybody and because I was the girl nobody knew, I was the evil person 
trying to ruin him. He sat there and told his wife, his children, my partner at the time and some friends 
and family, “Look at her, she doesn’t care about her own dad!” and everyone believed him. I 
remember having my first anxiety attack on this day. At the time of this happening, I was with an ex-
partner. We lived in a static caravan back then and one night, I woke at 4am to find him on top of me 
with his hands around my neck. I pushed him off and ran as fast as I could to get out. I hid under the 
caravan and called my ‘dad’. He came to get me, took me to his home and as I sat with his wife, he 
had gone back to get my ex-partner and bring him to his home too. He said “Just sort it out Stacey, 
because nobody else would ever have you”. It wasn’t long after this, I called my mum telling her I’ve 
made a huge mistake and that I wanted to go home and my ‘dad’ responded, “Well I’ve managed this 
long without you, more won’t hurt me”. This was his way of rejecting me twice. To this day I do not 
call him ‘dad’. I cut all contact and today I take back my power and I reject him.
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After coming home, I started to open up to a friend I’d known for years since we were kids and we 
grew close.  We got into a relationship, but after so long, this again became abusive. This one changed 
me to my core. I hit rock bottom, was getting drunk all the time, doing things that weren’t me. 
Eventually I became suicidal. I had internalised everything that these men had said to me, that I’d 
never be enough, that I was thick, unimportant and I needed them. Yet, on one of these nights out, I 
met my current partner.
Around this time in my life, I knew I had to change something so I got myself back into college to try 
and show myself I could get my GCSEs. I walked away from my home, my dogs and started right at the 
bottom. During all of this, I never spoke to anyone about how I felt, I never told anyone the truth, I 
painted a smile and acted like I had it all together and I was good at it, because nobody ever saw what 
was underneath. 
Then, I started to open up to my mum and I told her everything. Mum has always told me I was 
beautiful and bright and smart, but you don’t listen to your mum, do you? She has to say that stuff! 
But that woman has always had “my back” and as mums do, she always wanted to protect me. But 
she couldn’t from any of this. I needed to be in this alone. 
I decided to go to a university open day. I started an ACCESS course. My life changed at this point. I 
was made to see that I was capable and I genuinely saw a future. The tutors saw the “me underneath” 
but they also saw the potential in me and were not just saying “Why not you?” They genuinely meant 
it! I turned to Psychology to understand what was wrong with me, why everyone would think I wasn’t 
enough to respect, rather than reject or hurt. This changed to understanding what was wrong with 
those people, not me. Then I learnt about everything that was right with me.  On my undergrad 
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degree, people believed in me and told me I could do it and gradually I realised I was actually doing it 
and I was doing it well! Then second year came and I found out I was pregnant with my son after being 
told by medical professionals I’d never carry. In pregnancy, I had to go on daily medication and weekly 
monitoring for a liver disease brought on by pregnancy, then I needed an early induction due to the 
high possibility of still birth, then the birth was traumatic due to so many complications. But, he and I 
are still here! I remember people asking, “How will you qualify now?” and I responded “watch me”. I 
returned to the lecture room after two weeks.
Following this, I qualified with first class honours, won a platinum award at the Bolton Awards, had an 
unconditional offer on an MSc, and I’m now a finalist for the North West 2020 Inspire Awards. I’m 
building my own business in partnership with one of the best people I’ve ever met, published my own 
work across the Eastern coast of America and I haven’t even qualified from my MSc yet.
In my life I’ve been told to shush, that I’m thick, or fearing failure and humiliation, because of all the 
wrong people. Today, I’m going to show the world I’m a woman with something to say to others… you 
can be ANYONE and don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t, not even you! 
Stacey in conversation with Jerome
Jerome: Have you got over the shock of finding your father? That must have been such a 
disappointment?
Stacey: Yes, and that is absolutely the correct word to describe him. He is my father, I cannot argue 
with Science, but I have my mum and dad. From a young age, I longed for my father, maybe 
unknowingly to others around me. At school, sometimes kids would make fun that my dad left me, 
even younger members of my family during silly childhood arguments. I would wait, standing at the 
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window, looking for his car for him to come pick me up and be my dad, even for a short while, yet he 
would never turn up. That stays with a little girl! Finding him again took a long time to get over, as well 
as the childhood abandonment, and it cost me my mental wellbeing. But I’m there now. I realised that 
my father himself must suffer from poor mental health, maybe Munchausen’s Syndrome and 
depression. I mean, imagine not having a bonded relationship with your child? I have a child and I 
couldn’t, that would destroy me. It’s not just me either. He has around 9 or 10 children across the UK, 
I am one of many. But to not be open with loved ones, to not know unconditional love without feeling 
the need to lie, he clearly isn’t as blessed as me to have that, and that’s sad. In my experience, 
sometimes when you suffer mental illness you can be that unhappy in your own skin, you can 
externalise that and hurt others. I hope one day he finds peace in his mind, so he can stop hurting in 
himself and more so others, but for me I have everything I need around me and within me. I always 
have, it just took a long time to realise th t.
Jerome: You talk about your mother “having your back.” How have things developed with her?
Stacey: Me and my mum have had our fallings out over the years, what mother and daughter hasn’t, 
right? But if there’s one thing I can say, it is that my mum and dad raised me right. It got a little rocky 
when I was getting into the wrong relationships, thinking I knew best. For anyone reading this, when 
they tell you “Mum knows best,” believe them! Then when my mental health really deteriorated, I 
turned to alcohol and cocaine.  I was always terrified of trying these things as a teenager, when most 
of the other kids were trying it. So, when I saw myself doing this in my 20s, I knew I was going down a 
very dangerous road and it was so out of character. I needed to change who I kept around me and 
what behaviours I was getting into, for the sake of my life. Obviously, my mum had no idea. Mum 
always tried to maintain the role of mum, getting me in for a certain time, no boys allowed, no back-
chat etc. I always had a lot of respect for my mum, so when I was really struggling, I found it so hard 
to tell her, because I was so disappointed in myself and I didn’t want her to see that side of me and 
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view me the way I did. It was only when I started to get myself back together with encouragement 
from my current partner, that I let those walls down to her. I think it hurt my mum when I went off to 
get to know my father, because I was heading off to be around a person she had spent my whole life 
so desperately trying to protect me from, knowing I’d get hurt. But if I hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t be 
where I am today and I think she gets that now. Now, she still likes to play the role of mum despite 
me being a grown woman, but being a mum myself now, I totally understand it. Your baby is and 
always will be your baby and you protect them like a lioness. That has definitely always been my mum! 
Yet, now we talk. We talk about our strengths as well as our weaknesses. We see each other in a 
different light, we’re not just mum and daughter, we’re imperfect individuals. My mum would fight 
off an army for me and you better believe I’d do the same for her! We’re each other’s “besties.” We’ve 
come on quite a challenging journey together, but that’s how we will always be, together.
Jerome: Do you want to share why you have been shortlisted for the North West 2020 Inspire Awards?
Stacey: This came as such a massive shock to me. When I received that email I genuinely thought it 
was spam and almost deleted it! Someone had nominated me for a ‘SHEro’ Inspire 2020 Award. 
According to the category description, this award is dedicated for a woman who is an everyday 
‘SHEero’, who inspires every day and shows acts of kindness, compassion and grit in all she does. I 
have no idea who nominated me for this award and they aren’t allowed to tell me, due to data 
protection laws. I have never in my life considered myself to be inspiring and I think the first person 
to ever tell me that I was, was my friend Jen. It’s amazing isn’t it, how people view you so differently 
to how you view yourself? I didn’t expect to be nominated at all, but to then find that I’m now a finalist 
is mind-blowing to say the least. I don’t expect to win, there are countless inspirational women at 
these awards and they are truly outstanding women, but I will always feel blessed for a nomination 
alone. I inspired one person. My job here is already done.
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Jerome: Has becoming a mother changed you?
Stacey: Absolutely 100%. I thought I was finding who I was, but since having my child, my perceptions 
on everything have changed. You start to notice things you wouldn’t beforehand! For example, the 
familial trauma I experienced. I was so focused on this that I wasn’t growing. I’ve always been a firm 
believer that family is important, no matter what the cost. I felt that I needed a ‘family’ to be complete, 
but my focus has completely shifted to providing my child with a stable family. I wanted to know my 
own siblings, so I didn’t feel as alone in the world. Now I don’t care too much for that, I want to give 
that to my child. I’ve always said I’ll be there for my siblings no matter what. Now I’ll be there as long 
as we are healthy for each other’s life. Being a mum has helped me heal in ways I never knew I needed 
healing. What’s funny is I’d stopped centring my thoughts on being loved by ‘family’ and started to 
improve myself as a person, and it was only then that I appeared to have created my own persona. 
Being told by medical professionals from a young age that I’d struggle to carry my own baby, I had 
attended infertility treatment at the hospital to look at options, not knowing I was already three weeks 
pregnant at the time. However, I didn’t find out until I was 6 weeks. I went to the doctors complaining 
of a urine infection, because I knew something felt different. The doctor had to do four tests before I 
would believe it and I still came home and did two more. My brain just couldn’t process it. I’m a very 
spiritual person and I believe my angels knew what I needed before I did. If I could carry, it could have 
happened any time, but it happened when I needed it to. I’m not concentrating on ‘family’ now, I’ve 
learnt you can choose your family, you can choose what’s right for you, what makes you well, what 
makes you thrive and I make those choices now. I will teach my child this and break that cycle of 
abusive behaviours and that its okay to do whatever it takes, to keep your mental health healthy, even 
if that means disassociating with people who threaten your wellbeing.
Jerome:  Were there any particular parts of your Psychology course that helped you understand your 
situation better?
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Stacey: Many, and it’s not just the courses, it’s the tutors. My first years in Psychology were in ACCESS, 
where I was still very much at the earlier stages of healing. Paula Hardman, Albert Phipps and 
Chathurika Kannangara, have helped me grow in ways they will never understand. Paula and Albert 
have now moved on from the University of Bolton and no longer teach in ACCESS, but we are still in 
contact and I consider them both dear friends. Chathurika is now my personal tutor on my MSc years 
later, and has witnessed my whole process of transformation. Not forgetting yourself, Jerome. You 
have shown me not to be afraid of embracing my mistakes as well as identifying my strengths. You 
have expressed yourself in a way that we view you not only as a professor, but as a regular person 
with previous mistakes. You don’t tend to see that often in academia and that’s what I love about the 
University of Bolton. On the other hand, Psychology itself has helped me understand me by studying 
aspects such as Bowlby’s Attachment Theory, learning about loss and trauma and learning about 
abnormal psychology too. It helped me understand that trauma affects people differently, but that 
doesn’t invalidate my trauma. I’ve learnt that loss is still loss, and it isn’t just about grief. I’ve learnt 
more about my own mental health in terms of anxiety and depression. If I’m brutally honest, studying 
Psychology has probably saved my life, because the subject and the people taught me one thing I 
always doubted, that I’m ‘normal’. Freud and Gibson were right, when they said before you diagnose 
yourself with depression or low self-esteem, first make sure you are not, in fact just surrounded by….  
shall we say negativity?
Jerome: What does the concept of hope mean for you?
Stacey: To have hope, for me, was to have a wish. Clearly, my hopes have changed over the years. 
Where I once hoped I could be smart enough, loved enough and brave enough, these hopes were 
based on false foundations. I was already smart, I just needed an opportunity to express it. I was 
already loved, just not by me. I was already brave, just not by my own standards. Hope is an individual 
thing to understand and from the outside in, can be hard for others to grasp. Today, I view hope as a 
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reason to carry on considering something positive will come of everything. I hope mental health is 
normalised, especially for men. I hope I raise my child in a way that they become a good person and a 
good parent themselves one day. A lot of my hopes are within the business I’m creating. I hope to 
reach out and make a difference to people. I hope the family I’ve created remain happy and healthy 
and I hope I can manage it, should that change. At the moment, I like to travel and experience different 
cultures and see the world, I hope this doesn’t change. I hope I never give up on myself again. 
Jerome: What changes would you most like to see in mental health services?
Stacey: You know what, when I needed help, I waited nine months to see a counsellor! That needs to 
change. It takes someone so much strength to say “I need to talk”, let alone have to wait do so. You 
can feel ready to take the world on one minute, and feel suicidal the next. Besides this, people say 
treatment/therapy is prioritized on severity of need, yet professionals are aware depression is often 
hidden. Therefore, how can they prioritise people who may really need help but cannot express it? 
So, I would say services need to stop waiting for someone to be at crisis to help them. We need either 
no waiting times, or much shorter waiting times. People are crying out for help and depression doesn’t 
wait for anybody.
Jerome: What are your views on the use of medication for mental health problems? 
Stacey: I’m wary of this one if I’m being transparent. Simply because when you sit in a doctor’s 
consulting room and tell them “I feel low”, the first thing they tend to do is direct you to medication. 
If you want counselling or any other form of talking therapy, you need to ask for it, though that’s what 
I’ve experienced with myself and others around me. I told a doctor when I moved to my ‘fathers’ house 
that my partner was abusive, my father was abusive and I felt really homesick and low. You know what 
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she did? She put me on medication! I think I just expected her to say your situation is what is causing 
this and you need to talk. It doesn’t always require medication. Sometimes people just need to get 
something in their mind out into the open and for someone to tell them they are ‘normal’, whatever 
that is. For those who do require medication, I don’t see anything wrong with that. I know there’s a 
stigma around taking medication for mental health problems, but I think if you’re struggling right now, 
and medication is an option to help, then why wouldn’t you? We are all human beings, not robots. If 
you had a headache, you would take paracetamol, so why, when you’re feeling low, would you feel 
bad about taking antidepressants? This has got to be normalised, it isn’t weak, it is necessary and it’s 
caring for yourself! As I say, I don’t think doctors help the stigma around this, by automatically 
assuming medication is for everyone. There are other means and they should be utilised. I know 
people struggling who are on medication and it has worked for them, they feel motivated to do things, 
they feel good and it’s great to see. Ment l health medication is just like any other medication, it helps 
you when you feel poorly!
Jerome: How do you think mental health services can best help promote recovery, which is said to be 
the goal of many services?
Stacey: Besides the points I’ve already made, to be honest I think it’s unfair to place all the 
responsibility on mental health services. Therapists, doctors, nurses, practitioners, they’re all human 
too. We cannot promote recovery without stamping out stigma alongside it and to do that we as 
human beings need to accept that this is not just about the services, it’s about us as people. We need 
to stop normalising ‘social media plastic living’ like everything is always fine and we can have it all. 
How many young people and even adults are on social media these days putting filters on their faces, 
posting photos of their bodies and feeling unloved and ugly when they don’t receive ‘likes’? I used to 
post photos of my relationships with smiles and all the good things, just to express a ‘no problem here’ 
stance to the world. It isn’t realistic and it’s toxic on the younger generation. If we as adults aren’t 






























































ental Health and Social Inclusion
open about some of our struggles in private to those who love us, why would we expect our kids to 
be? I’m not saying tell your children you’re suicidal here, I’m simply saying communicate better in 
order for them to feel able to tell you if they should feel that way. I always thought my mum had it all 
together, because she never let me see otherwise, and that became the barrier for me talking to her 
to avoid the disappointment in me! Tell your kids it’s okay to feel low and talk to them about how to 
manage it together. We can’t expect mental health services to promote recovery, when we as the 
general public label people for approaching them in the first place. Recovery is achieved by us all, 
when we communicate within our communities and our homes. Normalise self-care and the need to 
be selfish sometimes. We need to express that we need some help because the alternative is suffering 
in silence.
Jerome: Have you been inspired by any mental health or healthcare professionals you have come 
across?
Stacey: No. I would love to tell you that I have, but the truth is my journey with my mental health led 
me to professionals or waiting lists that made me feel worse. To be given a single option of medication 
made me feel like I had no other means of feeling good. I suffered longer until I opted for counselling 
myself online. Then I had to wait nine months, which made me feel like I was being silly and other 
people had more important issues, so I didn’t feel entitled to help. Nobody knew I had reached the 
point where I didn’t like being me anymore. I have spent around a decade being cut with a knife, run 
over with a car, strangled, slapped, pushed, kicked and emotionally and mentally abused. Yet, even 
when I was asking for help I couldn’t just say everything that had happened to me. It was like I wasn’t 
important all over again. The only thing I could say is when I finally got a counsellor, I outright told her 
“I don’t feel normal” and she replied, “Stacey, it isn’t you that’s abnormal, it’s all the things that’s 
happened to you that’s abnormal”. This has stayed with me for years because this is when I realised, 
she was right.  I only spent about five weeks with her because I wasn’t made aware I could have longer. 
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I think this is what has brought me to therapy in Psychology, because I want to make a difference. I 
saw where the services were lacking and I wanted to help. 
Jerome: In terms of people with lived experience of mental health problems, have any specific 
individuals impressed you?
Stacey: Yes, I think I have grown up around mental illness my whole life but not always known it for 
being that. I have lost people to mental illness. I have seen others lose people to mental illness. I have 
seen family and friends suffer from mental illness. Since learning about it, I’ve also helped identify and 
support people with mental illness. Some of those individuals have shown stigma in asking for help 
due to occupation or gender. Yet, the individuals I know, have shown immense strength in asking for 
help anyway, eventually. It’s taken time and a lot of support. Times have been really testing on 
relationships within the family, but they got there in the end. We’ve had schizophrenia in our family. 
Sadly that person is no longer with us. We’ve had anxiety and depression in our family too. I have seen 
both sides of the coin in facing mental illness and running away from it. Mental illness may always be 
a part of my family and friends, but that’s okay, we all manage it together because its normal.
Jerome: What challenges lie ahead for you? What do you most want to achieve in the future?
Stacey: I think I have had many of my challenges already, or at least I hope I have? That said, I welcome 
anyone to try me, haha! I like to think I have built the resilience to manage challenges now. My main 
challenge now is possibly continuing to practice self-acceptance and self-love. Considering I have 
struggled with that most of my life, I still doubt my abilities and my confidence at times. This is totally 
natural, though I’m not a robot, none of us are. All we can do is keep fighting those demons and try 
and have more power than those thoughts. One thing I am though, is determined. As for the future, I 
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have big dreams for the direction of the business I am creating, but as long as my loved ones are 
healthy and mostly happy, everything else is just an extra blessing.
Jerome: What would you most like to be remembered for?
Stacey: When my days are over, I would like to be remembered for being that genuine and transparent 
woman, who wasn’t afraid to express her flaws as well as her strengths, to show others that it just 
makes us human. I don’t want to hide behind fake and unrealistic masking, acting like I have it 
altogether and I can ‘show others how it’s done’. I want to be someone who will walk beside people 
and let people know that they’re not alone in having messy lives. That no matter what we’ve all been 
through, the mistakes we’ve made along the way, these were just our way of surviving the only way 
we knew how at the time, but we’re still allowed to grow. I hope I can be seen as one person’s 
inspiration to do that. If I can do that for one person, I’ll leave this world happy when my time comes.
Conclusion
The late Carl Rogers would have enjoyed Stacey’s description of herself as being genuine and 
transparent. He would have been shocked by her descriptions of the physical abuse she experienced 
at the hands of partners, only really alluded to here, and also by her eventual meeting with her 
biological father. Of course, victims internalise that they must at their core be bad people, if others 
treat them so appallingly. It took Stacey years to realise this was untrue. It is fitting that she has been 
nominated as a She Hero, spelled as SHEro. I am not surprised. She is indeed a remarkable person.
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